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Introduction 
In part one of this report, an overview of the issues affecting refugees is set out, 
before focusing on gender-based concerns and the relevance of education and 
training as a means of progressing girl and women refugees’ outcomes. In part 
two, the affordances offered by arts-based interventions are discussed for their 
relevance in engaging with a group who are marginalised across multiple 
strands of their lives. 
Part one 
Refugee experiences 
Refugees who are forced to leave their homes because of war, conflict or 
natural disaster frequently endure perilous journeys within and across 
international borders. They undertake risky travel by land and usually on foot, or 
across open waters in overcrowded, poorly maintained boats run by smugglers 
and people traffickers (Ringuette, 2010, p. 2). These illicit facilitators of travel 
regularly place refugees in extreme physical danger, extorting money and 
committing violence against passengers, including sexual assault on women 
(Freedman, 2016; Kofman, 2018). The desperate settings within which refugees 
flee create situational vulnerabilities amidst a loosening or absence of the laws 
and localised rules that exist to protect subjects (Ward and Vann, 2002). Whilst 
smooth transitions within ‘a borderless, interconnected and interdependent 
world’ (Sidhu and Christie, 2007, p. 12) are a possibility for individuals with the 
resources, the experiences of refugees belie notions of a globalised world. 
Rather, refugees encounter impermeable borders that impede access to 
sanctuary and threaten their survival: 
… the ethnoscape of asylum seekers and refugees shows a regime of 
nation state regulations that radically exclude and deny human rights to 
those deemed to fall outside of the recognised order (Sidhu and 
Christie, 2007, p. 14). 
When refugees do move into camps, the hazards of travel are replaced by the 
dangers of living within a transitory space, or in a host country now 
encountering its own conflicts (UNHCR, 2017). The act of relocating to a new 
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country, or within a country due to internal displacement can increase refugees’ 
vulnerability because of the fracturing of social networks and loss of localised 
supportive safety nets (Keygnaert et al., 2012; UNHCR, 2017; Bajwa et al., 
2018). Complex and intersecting matters that involve refugees’ legal status, 
language barriers, gender issues, prolonged trauma and fear all impact their 
lived experience (Tornabene, 2017; Bajwa et al., 2018; Frazier, 2019). 
Interrupted healthcare, cramped conditions that exacerbate infection rates, and 
limited access to food, water and medical supplies create precarious conditions 
for refugees settling in camps (Farmer et al., 2006). The provision of healthcare 
for mobile and shifting populations is difficult and refugees with long-term 
conditions will have missed treatments during transit or may have left vital 
medications behind in the rush to flee (Tornabene, 2017). Some are resistant to 
seeking treatment as they wish to continue their journey, and poor living 
conditions escalate and create new health problems. Further to this, there are 
issues regarding refugees’ precarious legal status, poverty, loss of family ties, 
and xenophobia (Clacherty, 2019), which influence their opportunities and 
outcomes. The traumas refugees experienced prior to leaving their home 
country and the difficulties in a new locale are added to by complex and hard to 
resolve matters involving bureaucratic processes with visas, uncertainty about 
immigration decisions in the host country and conditions under detention (Sidhu 
and Christie, 2007; McCarthy and Marks, 2010).  
Refugees with incapacities 
Refugees with physical, sensory or communication disabilities are at greater 
risk of gender-based violence (Barrett and Marshall, 2017), and access to 
support services is challenging without appropriate assistance. They are likely 
to have faced increased danger in fleeing their home country: 
… persons with disabilities, and elderly men and women are among 
those who are particularly at risk and require a coordinated and 
effective protection response (UNHCR, 2016a, p. 3). 
Social and cultural stigmas and poor support complicate evidence gathering 
and reporting on disability among refugees, and those with communication 
disabilities may have reduced ability to report abuse (Barrett and Marshall, 
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2017). Individuals who are more marginalised are less likely to be represented 
in research activities (Bartels et al., 2018; Garbern et al., 2020) and in 
information gathering by aid workers, although they are among those regarded 
as vulnerable and in need of help (UNHCR, 2011; Harrison, 2020).   
Child refugees 
Children who have been forcibly displaced are among the most isolated and 
discriminated against socially, economically and politically (Boyden, 2001). The 
exposure of children to war, violence, death, separation from family, poverty 
and other ‘adverse experiences means that they are at an elevated risk of 
developing mental health problems compared with other children’ (Gaughan, 
2018, p. 7). Young male refugees face the threat of conscription, and during 
flight from this threat are exposed to other dangers such as capture by 
smugglers seeking to extort a ransom (Ringuette, 2010). Research by 
Keygnaert et al. (2012) recounted an Iranian asylum-seeker who explained the 
psychological trauma she and her children experienced:  
Fear, nightmares we all know it. My children can’t bear loud voices or 
noise. They are very kept to themselves. They have forgotten the 
meaning of the word ‘joy’ (p. 512). 
In Yemen, a school manager explained how children fainted, screamed and hid 
under the tables, she estimated that up to 50% of the children were deeply 
traumatised by exposure to conflict (UNHCR, 2017). Indications from research 
among Syrian refugee children revealed that 45% had suffered PTSD, and 79% 
had experienced a death in the family (Gaughan, 2018, p. 11). During travel 
they encounter hardships and may become separated from their caregivers, 
then during resettlement they must adapt to life without family, friends and a 
home (McCarthy and Marks, 2010). Children who are refugees face pre-flight 
upheavals and danger, and are unlikely to have taken part in a sustained 
programme of education (McCarthy and Marks, 2010). The absence of 
education can intensify insecurity in children’s lives due to the protective value 
schooling has in their overall wellbeing and safety from the dangers of 
trafficking, sexual exploitation and early marriage (UNHCR, 2016b).  
 




Because of these intersecting matters, child refugees are, understandably, often 
regarded as vulnerable, which can overlook their situational competencies and 
resilience: 
The forcibly displaced are frequently perceived as traumatised victims, 
overwhelmed by grief… dependent for their salvation on the relief 
agencies. Relief workers tend to find it hard to imagine children in such 
conditions as having the will or the resourcefulness to take part in 
decision making and organised collective activity (Boyden, 2001, p. 4). 
Initiatives by support and service agencies can misrecognise children’s 
ingenuity and survival skills: 
Take the case of a small group of children in Kosovo who were found 
by a journalist to be living in a derelict building, in hiding not from the 
bombs but from relief agencies who were intent on evacuating 
separated children and “reuniting” (or rather fostering) them with 
families (Boyden, 2001, p. 3). 
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Refugee children may have developed coping and survival mechanisms during 
their experiences (Boyden, 2001), and should be involved in decision-making 
about their lives. 
Heterogeneity among refugees 
Refugees, even if from the same country are unlikely to be the same, and many 
have differing social, cultural and religious backgrounds (Miled, 2020); 
nevertheless, they are frequently ‘cast in a homogenizing narrative that 
obscures individual experiences’ (Frazier, 2019, p. 5). However, ‘the population 
is heterogeneous, both culturally and in terms of experiences in their homeland 
and during migration’ (C. Rousseau et al., 2005, p. 181). As Miled (2020) notes 
from a research project: 
Despite the common “Islam” they identify with, the co-researchers and I 
have different cultural backgrounds and different historical, socio-
economic and political contexts that informed our religiosity. These 
differences were even perceived among the participants coming from 
the same country (Syria) (Miled, 2020, p. 8). 
Girls and women may feel themselves to be imposed upon both by a ‘secular 
West that perceives them oppressed… but also [by] a silence that is based on 
patriarchal norms within their own communities’ (Miled, 2020, p. 8). Some feel 
they do not fit in within their own culture, or that of their host country, as they 
negotiate wearing fashionable clothes, but also wear their hijab (Miled, 2020). 
They experience dual oppression from within and without, for not adhering to 
tradition strictly enough, while looking different to those in the host country, 
because of their headscarf. 
Pearce et al. (2016) contend that focusing only on trauma and PTSD among 
refugees privileges a medical approach that does not encompass their social, 
cultural, historical and political contexts. The labelling of ‘traumatised’ may place 
refugees in a problematic situation that limits their access to employment and 
settled housing as they are deemed ‘high risk’ (Pearce et al., 2016, p. 370). 
Hence, moving away from a deficit model to more heterogeneous explanations 
enables recognition of resilience, coping and agency, although definitions of 
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resilience other than Westernised valuations of atomised independence are 
required. 
Violence against refugees 
Multiple forms of physical and socio-economic violence threaten the safety of 
refugees, including rape, forced conscription, extortion, assault, sexual abuse 
(Ringuette, 2010; Ho and Pavlish, 2011), denial of legal help, obstruction in the 
asylum process, absence of healthcare, and racism (Keygnaert et al., 2012). 
Along with these forms of violence that are a threat to all refugees, there are 
specific concerns for women and girls. Cultural norms and assumptions based 
on gendered and/or racial beliefs and practices disempower female refugees 
(Tornabene, 2017; Pittaway and Bartolomei, 2018). These norms cause 
isolation (Bajwa et al., 2018), discrimination (Van der Boor et al., 2020), 
situational vulnerability, and effacement of their rights. Therefore, this next 
section will examine the specific contexts of gender-based concerns.  
Gender-based issues 
Gendered issues of power, coercion and sexual abuse will have been present in 
the lives of some refugee women prior to flight, and can be understood as part 
of a ‘continuum of violence and discrimination in which gender rights suffer 
before, during, and post-conflict’ (Simon-Butler and McSherry, 2018, p. 7). 
During travel from areas of conflict and at stages on the journey, dangers are 
intensified, with women and girl refugees encountering problems: 
… such as family separation, health complications, especially for 
pregnant women, physical harm and injury and gender-based violence 
from smugglers and from others along the route (Kofman, 2018, p. 
2191). 
Refugee women and girls may experience repeated acts of sexual and gender-
based violence (GBV), with the uncertainties of transit (Freedman, 2016) and 
settlement in crowded refugee camps exacerbating ‘pre-existing inequalities’ 
(Hart and Krueger, 2021, p. 5). Women who have suffered GBV can experience 
shame and stigma within their community, rejection by family members, have 
unplanned pregnancies, and live with on-going fears of repeat attacks (Ward 
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and Vann, 2002). They are reported as suffering from ‘discrimination, racism 
and ostracism, especially if it is known that they have been raped or sexually 
assaulted’ (UNHCR, 2011, p. 39). 
Girls and women are usually responsible for domestic duties, child-rearing and 
care for elderly or sick relatives, and many have limited or non-existent 
educational opportunities. Increased community engagement to improve 
awareness of the long-term protective value of education and the negative 
consequences of early marriage for adolescent girls and their families requires 
prioritisation (Garbern et al., 2020). Many girl refugees are at risk of female 
genital mutilation (FGM) and child marriage. On a global basis it is estimated 
that:  
… 200 million women alive today have undergone FGM, which is a 
violation of girls’ human rights and is often a precursor to child, early 
and forced marriage, which usually ends a girl’s education and dims her 
economic prospects (UNFPA, 2020, p. 4). 
As a means to survive, some women have transactional sex, understood as 
‘survival sex’ (Harrison, 2020) coerced in exchange for goods, shelter, food, and 
during interactions with police, smugglers and people traffickers (UNHCR, 2011; 
Freedman, 2016). Rape and sexual assault leave women and girls vulnerable to 
HIV (Keygnaert et al., 2012; Vitale et al., 2019) and other sexually transmitted 
infections and diseases (Simon-Butler and McSherry, 2018). Subsequently, for 
young girls who get pregnant, the possibilities of a complex pregnancy and birth 
can lead to severe complications (Ho and Pavlish, 2011; UNFPA, 2012; 
Pittaway and Bartolomei, 2018).  
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Underreporting of crimes 
Sexual and gender-based violence is underreported (UNHCR, 2011; Freedman, 
2016), and cultural norms within communities may regard violence against 
women as acceptable: 
Usually the elders, they put the blame on the woman claiming that she 
should be taking her husband’s orders and be submissive to him at all 
times (Hossain et al., 2018, p. 51).  
Tensions in familial relationships are worsened by the loss of a home and 
livelihood, by adjustments to a new culture and shifts in power and gender 
relations (Costa, 2007). Limited action in dealing with GBV results from 
pressures within communities for women not to report attacks, fear of 
repercussions, and the basics of finding food and shelter superseding victims’ 
experiences of GBV (Hossain et al., 2018). Hence, in chaotic or lawless 
conditions, perpetrators may commit repeated abuse, be charged but then 
released, or not face any sanctions, leaving them free to perpetrate again. Their 
victims can be blackmailed to remain silent and some women reported being 
incarcerated after being raped and treated as criminals instead of victims 
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(UNHCR, 2011, p. 59). Support workers have reported that where people are 
intent to keep making their way to a new country, they have failed to stop for 
help or to report crimes committed against them. The large numbers of refugees 
passing through camps are often overwhelming, as an employee of Médecins 
Sans Frontières (MSF) in the Greek islands commented: 
There are so many people, and they are so desperate to move on as 
quickly as possible, that we just can’t really do much for them’ 
(Freedman, 2016, p. 21).   
This sense of panic can push refugees to keep moving, and ‘women’s fear of 
being delayed on their onward journeys is yet another barrier’ (Freedman, 2016, 
p. 23) that results in low reporting of GBV. 
Practical measures 
There is a vital requirement in camps for separate wash facilities and 
accommodation for single women and female-headed households, and for locks 
on doors and lights by toilet facilities to protect women and girls in dangerous 
situations (UNHCR, 2011, p. 33). Women in refugee camps may avoid leaving 
their shelter at night even to use the toilet (Freedman, 2016), leading to poor 
health and the risk of urinary infections: 
Women and men were forced to share outside water taps for washing... 
These inadequate conditions increased women’s vulnerability to GBV, 
and many of the women… expressed fears about sharing space with 
unknown men, particularly single men, who were perceived as a 
specific threat (Freedman, 2016, p. 22). 
Girls and women also need access to sanitary materials to enable them to leave 
home to get an education, to work and to be involved in community activities: 
… lack of sanitary materials is still a major problem for the majority of 
refugee women and girls. This is usually due to lack of funding… Many 
women supplied with reusable sanitary materials do not have enough 
soap or a bucket in which to wash them (UNHCR, 2011, p. 55). 
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For girls and women living in refugee camps, going to school and being out 
alone pose risks that expose them to GBV, limiting where they can go and 
restricting educational chances (Hattar-Pollara, 2019). Providing safe transport 
helps to resolve fears about walking to school unaccompanied (Bartels et al., 
2018). Women’s access to healthcare, including family planning and maternity 
care places additional burdens on them (Sami et al., 2014), and long-term 
exposure to stress compromises their wellbeing. In some settings, the scarcity 
of transport, cost of private clinics and lack of free clinics all shape women’s 
access to healthcare. These varying issues require informed planning; the 
provision of transport to medical appointments, female interpreters, support for 
survivors of sexual and GBV, and support for women refugees to be actively 
involved in helping their communities can each contribute to improved care 
(UNHCR, 2011; Harrison, 2020). 
Women travelling alone 
Although numbers are hard to track, there has been a rise in the number of 
female refugees arriving in the EU since 2015, with a greater proportion of 
women either travelling alone having left their children behind (Vitale et al., 
2019) or accompanied only by their children (Freedman, 2016). One 
explanation for this increase is that women are likely to be considered more 
‘vulnerable’ and have a greater chance of being given sanctuary, creating the 
possibility for husbands to join them later (Freedman, 2016, p. 19). It is noted 
that greater instability and danger in the home country is likely forcing some 
women to choose to flee as a ‘last resort’ (Freedman, 2016, p. 20). Women are 
also forced to continue journeys alone if they become separated from partners 
during dangerous sea or land crossings, or in chaotic settings where couples 
are allocated to different countries (Freedman, 2016, p. 19). Research 
conducted by Freedman (2016) raises concerns that restrictions on entry into 
the EU will increase women and girls’ vulnerability to violence and demands for 
sex from smugglers to ensure passage.  
Women’s work 
The role of refugee women within some family units has been forced to change 
due to upheaval and loss of home and livelihood. This has led to them acting as 
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head of the household where their husband is absent, or where men are under 
increased surveillance that limits their movements (Ritchie, 2018); therefore, 
gendered roles are shifting and contested. In families where women are earning 
money outside of the home this can cause conflict because of a lack of 
acceptance from the family, and women can also face conflict from the local 
community (Costa, 2007; Ritchie, 2018), as one refugee explained; ‘when you 
have a job some say we take their jobs. When you don’t have a job, some say 
we take their money’ (UNHCR, 2011, p. 31). For Somali women refugees in 
Nairobi, problems that inhibit their work include harassment, low literacy, 
gendered norms, the pressures of household duties, and harassment from 
gangs and the police (Ritchie, 2018). The women’s indeterminate status in 
these settings shapes their work activities and resourcefulness: for example, 
they lack both the financial credit to buy raw materials and the settled status to 
gain business permits. These enterprising women deal with dual conflict from 
domestic and community intimidation for their work-based roles, and 
intimidation and exploitation in the work-place (UNHCR, 2011; Ritchie, 2018). 
Partnership approaches 
Work to reduce GBV that acts with and for communities can be perceived as 
more acceptable, with access facilitated through community members who have 
knowledge of cultural and linguistic differences (Hossain et al., 2018, p. 12). It is 
observed that: 
We need a systemic change to humanitarian response: a shift from an 
inherently externally driven (often by the Global North) approach to one 
that is led by crisis-affected communities, particularly women, people of 
color, and other historically marginalized groups. It is time for 
humanitarian actors to engage in… sustainable change (Hart and 
Krueger, 2021, p. 1). 
Approaches which seek to apply a rapid ‘fix’ to gender issues without doing the 
localised, contextualised work that is needed for change ignore the various 
power differentials that exist (Hart and Krueger, 2021). Therefore, change must 
be cognisant of those who are most marginalised, with people-centred change 
working from the bottom-up rather than top-down. Hart and Krueger (2021) 
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state that a feminist approach addresses the root causes of gender inequality 
that are inherent in the patriarchal traditions and norms which structure 
societies. Importantly, a gender-based approach directly engages with women, 
and does so in equitable ways that avoid support being imposed without local 
consultation among those affected. Community resilience can be enhanced 
through community-based actions, and Keygnaert et al. (2012) suggest that 
prevention of GBV is best conducted in participation with target communities via 
the building of social networks that improve social capital.  
Partnership working is considered by some actors to be vital in taking 
transformation forward, reasons for failure to do this include caution in bringing 
gender issues into volatile situations, where ‘prioritizing lifesaving interventions 
and meeting immediate needs take precedence over systemic change’ (Hart 
and Krueger, 2021, p. 11). Change is also hindered by fears of a ‘backlash’ due 
to norms in the community being challenged. It is proposed that equitable, 
sustainable change that is gender-focused needs to be systemic and 
decolonised: 
This will require methodologies that shift power, such as participatory 
processes that center and privilege the knowledge and perspectives of 
displaced and host communities and organizations to allow them to 
lead and shape the response (Hart and Krueger, 2021, p. 16). 
Child marriage 
Refugee girls and women are at risk of GBV, early marriage, disrupted safety 
and security, and barriers to education (Damaschke-Deitrick et al., 2019). Some 
parents regard marriage as securing their child’s future, whilst poverty, armed 
conflict and natural disasters are also drivers behind early marriage (Bartels et 
al., 2018). Serious complications are among the outcomes of pregnancy and 
childbirth for 15-19 year-olds, with a girl aged 12 reported to have died giving 
birth as her hips were too narrow (UNHCR, 2011; UNFPA, 2012; Bartels et al., 
2018). During a decade of conflict in Syria, child marriage rates have increased, 
with families considering this a way of securing their daughter’s safety or honour 
(Bartels et al., 2018; Hattar-Pollara, 2019); for others, it reduces the mouths to 
be fed. Young Syrian girl refugees are reported as being married to men up to 
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three times their age, with school dropout an interrelated problem. According to 
the UNHCR, child marriages were estimated to have increased from 12% in the 
home country of Syria to 37% among Syrian refugees in Jordan (Hattar-Pollara, 
2019, p. 242). Although estimates vary, the rise in early marriage is apparent:  
The frequent description of early marriage among the narratives 
corroborates reports that rates of early marriage among Syrian 
refugees are up to four times higher than among Syrians before the 
conflict, although the reasons are likely multifactorial (Garbern et al., 




The Covid-19 pandemic has intensified the difficulties for many women and 
girls, a group who have ‘particular challenges during and after crises’ (Hart and 
Krueger, 2021). Their movements have been further restricted, and social 
distancing and financial constraints have impacted programmes aimed at 
reducing gender-based violence. Lockdown measures are likely to increase 
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women’s exposure to violence within the home, and it is projected that the 
pandemic has interrupted services leading to a ‘one-third reduction in progress 
towards ending gender-based violence by 2030’ (UNFPA, 2020, p. 1). Likewise, 
support for women’s health, efforts to reduce child marriage and female genital 
mutilation is curtailed. ‘Due to pandemic-related disruptions in prevention 
programmes, 2 million FGM cases could occur over the next decade’ (UNFPA, 
2020). The chaos caused by Covid has led to concern that: 
… economic hardship and food insecurity create incredibly difficult 
conditions that may lead to girls being married off earlier than they 
would have been, especially if they have stopped going to school or 
higher education. Girls from poorer households without access to 
technology are very unlikely to continue learning under lockdown. Child 
marriage could be more frequently seen as a way out for families who 
are struggling to cope with huge challenges in feeding their households 
(Ford and Singh, 2020, p. 2). 
UNICEF estimate that up to 10 million more girls are at risk of child marriage 
over the next decade because of the pandemic (UNICEF, 2021a). Women and 
girls also frequently provide care for sick family members, potentially placing 
them at increased risk of infection, and their options for income generating. 
activities have been interrupted by the pandemic (UNHCR, 2021). 
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Agents of change 
Women reported wanting and needing to be actively involved in finding 
remedies, and for humanitarian agencies to make use of their ideas and abilities 
(UNHCR, 2011, p. 5). They commented that they did not have leadership roles 
in their communities and camp management committees, or in community 
justice systems (UNHCR, 2011). For effective change, women’s household 
duties must be accounted for through providing transport and childcare so that 
they can attend meetings and events (UNHCR, 2011). It was also observed that 
they did not have the same access to education that would give them the 
leadership skills needed; indeed, it is reported that women make up 66% of the 
750 million people lacking basic literacy skills (UNESCO, 2021).  
 
 
Moving from a home country to seek refuge involves shifts in traditional roles 
and identities, leading to: 
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… changes in relations of power and gender relations within families 
and couples, and in some cases to increasing incidences of domestic 
violence or to an exacerbation of existing domestic and intra-familial 
violence (Freedman, 2016, p. 23). 
Within this shift, women can encounter conflicts if they seek to take up 
leadership roles, however, being supported to become active agents of change 
enables them to represent the rights of women and girls.  
A young woman taking part in research conducted by Miled (2020) commented 
that: 
We talk a lot about Muslim girls/women, but we rarely see them talking 
about themselves or expressing their opinions or sharing their 
perspectives. They are only seen as ‘oppressed’ by their religion and 
‘victims’ of their cultures and this is not who they really are’ (Miled, 
2020, p. 8).  
It is constructive to avoid singular representations of girls and women as 
powerless; ‘policies often depict refugee women as ‘vulnerable’, and this label in 
itself can have serious implications’ (Hatoss and Huijser, 2010, p. 149). Hatoss 
and Huijser (2010) quote from El-Bushra who warns that palliative services 
rather than systemic change may be focused on, which fails to address long-
term sustainable changes. When refugees are treated as helpless, this denies 
them agency, situating them only as ‘victims’ to be managed, rather than assets 
that can be tapped for their knowledge (Hatoss and Huijser, 2010, p. 150). 
Ignorance of women’s resilience may force programmes upon them that are 
poorly informed, despite being well-meaning. It is also noted that: 
… the responsibility for integration is entirely passed on to the refugee, 
rather than seen as a dialogical process, which would entail a 
refiguration of the parameters. The latter would be far more productive, 
and the education system could play a vital role in this process (Hatoss 
and Huijser, 2010, p. 150). 
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Caution is advised regarding simplistic notions of education as an empowering 
activity for refugee women that permits ‘little room for complexity within neatly 
defined categories such as gender, race, ethnicity, class and refugee’ (Hatoss 
and Huijser, 2010, p. 151). 
Despite the resourcefulness of women refugees, they can feel that their efforts 
to stay safe and survive are effaced or impaired by bureaucracy and legal 
issues in host countries (Smith, 2015). A research participant who had enjoyed 
taking part in an arts-based project as an equal with other participants 
commented that ‘what I’ve realised with being HIV positive and being an 
immigrant, you’re always at the other side of the desk’ (Vitale et al., 2019, p. 7). 
For women refugees, their health status, poor healthcare and layers of stigma 
can influence their capacity to build resilience in the host country. Therapeutic 
activities help them deal with a range of issues: 
… participants’ mental health was affected by the multiple stressors 
associated with the intersection of being refugees and HIV positive, 
including social inequalities, poor health and mental health conditions, 
isolation, racial discrimination and HIV-related stigma (Vitale et al., 
2019). 
Creative workshops are beneficial to the participants, but also have reciprocal 
possibilities as a tool for educating those in the host country (Yohani, 2008, p. 
317). Through this interactional dynamic, the outcomes of activities can be used 
to inform staff how to support refugees. As Oliveira (2019) observes, ‘horizontal 
channels of learning’ (p. 537) are an effective component in advancing social 
justice. 
Education for refugee girls and women  
The uptake and reach of educational programmes in host countries can be 
influenced by gendered perspectives from the refugee’s home country, 
experiences in refugee camps during transitional stages, and by the integration 
process in the host country (Hatoss and Huijser, 2010, pp. 157-8). Whether in 
refugee camps or in host countries, carefully planned and delivered girls’ and 
women’s education helps to empower them and improve gender equality 
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(Hattar-Pollara, 2019). ‘Girls’ education, especially at the secondary level, is 
strongly associated with later marriage’ (UNFPA, 2012, p. 51). However, at a 
global level, around 132 million girls are out of school with over 67 million of 
those being of upper-secondary school age (UNICEF, 2021b). 
 
Girls’ and women’s education and participation requires sensitivity to access 
issues, particularly for those who are concerned about past experiences of 
GBV, through providing spaces that are safe for them (Kohli and Kaukko, 2018). 
Educated girls and women are significant in helping rebuild societies and acting 
as role models and mediators in their communities (Damaschke-Deitrick et al., 
2019), but access to education is problematic: 
Adolescent refugee girls worldwide have been identified as a 
marginalized group within education programs because they face 
unique barriers to accessing education (Garbern et al., 2020, p. 5). 
Students and parents expressed their frustration because they lack 
opportunities to pursue secondary or tertiary education, and because 
girls dropout of school early. “Studying is expensive and scholarships 
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are so rare. So girls are forced into early marriage because there is no 
other option” (UNHCR, 2011, p. 21). 
When they are provided access to higher education, this can help young 
women continue their studies, creating a sense of progress and development of 
their skills. Unfortunately, as indicated, this access is not always assured and 
young refugees who settle in a new country can struggle to get help with 
continuation of their studies (McCarthy and Marks, 2010). This lack of continuity 
is gendered, for example, according to the Institute of International Education, 
‘displaced university-qualified Syrian males are three times more likely than 
females to resume their tertiary studies’ (quoted in Damaschke-Deitrick et al., 
2019, p. 158). Meanwhile, Syrian refugee girls’ secondary school attendance is 
very low at only 9%, with the remaining 91% of girls aged 15 to 18 in Lebanon’s 
refugee camps not attending school in 2014 (Gaughan, 2018). Gaughan (2018) 
notes that the ‘education of girls can greatly affect intergenerational poverty, 
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Garbern et al. (2020) drew on narrative techniques used with Syrian girls to 
explore their experiences of schooling and GBV and they state that the 
narratives: 
… describe a stark discrepancy in perception between humanitarian 
practitioners/academics, who largely view education in emergencies as 
protective, versus adolescent girls and their parents, who often view 
education in terms of the risks posed (p. 10). 
Girls are exposed to risks in attending school, which shape parental decisions 
about their daughter’s education. Factors that impinge upon girls’ attendance 
include; fear of kidnapping on the way to school, long journey times, and 
harassment from boys and staff while at school. One girl explained that she 
married as a means to escape harassment from school officials (Garbern et al., 
2020, p. 7). Other challenges related to schooling also exist, such as integration 
into a new educational system, being moved to a lower grade due to differences 
in language, and bullying from classmates. Problems are also caused by the 
scarcity of jobs and lack of legal status for adult refugees, which drives-up child 
labour rates, impacting children’s attendance at school (Garbern et al., 2020). 
There is a struggle between the benefit of sending a daughter to school as a 
means to develop future financial independence and security, pitted against the 
family’s current needs. As Garbern et al. (2020) note; ‘financial vulnerability 
often places increased pressure on families to marry girls early in order to 
lessen financial and protection responsibilities’ (p.8). 
Measures entailing improved transport to school and more female teachers 
would be beneficial in helping girls stay in school, as would training for parents, 
teachers and school administrators on sexual and GBV (Garbern et al., 2020). 
Girls and women require targeted assistance to cope with the economic issues 
that force early marriage and pregnancy, and the need for secure venues in 
which to gain help and support (UNFPA, 2012). For girls who are not in school 
there is a risk of sexual exploitation, early marriage (Gaughan, 2018), 
complications from giving birth and associated physical and mental health 
issues: 
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Marriage for girls can lead to complications related to pregnancy and 
childbirth, and in developing countries these are the main causes of 
death among 15–19 year-old girls (UNFPA, 2012, p. 4). 
Educational attainment is also restricted by cultural practices: 
… female genital mutilation in the camps was a major hindrance to girls’ 
education due to the physical pain and health complications it caused 
(Dahya and Dryden-Peterson, 2016, p. 291). 
From a host perspective, education for refugees could be viewed as part of a 
transactional process rather than a deficit or drain, whereby they bring skills and 
knowledge with them to the host country. However, women already with 
educational qualifications from their home country may struggle to have those 
recognised in other settings, yet with the help of host governments these 
qualifications could be utilised, reducing their dependency and actively 
contributing to the economy.  
Refugees are sometimes unable to prove their academic qualifications because 
of the destruction of infrastructure in their home country (Bajwa et al., 2018), 
and whilst awaiting official recognition of refugee status they miss out on work 
and educational possibilities (Bajwa et al., 2018). Keygnaert et al. (2012) 
observe from their research that: 
… even with a higher education degree and former professional 
experience, respondents were structurally hampered from investing in 
the host society by turning their human capital potential into economic 
and social capital (pp. 515-6). 
Settling in a new country involves the intersection of gender with other variables 
in the lives of female refugees, and educational policies must be part of a 
holistic approach that supports integration: 
… the aim of educational policies is to create wider access for newly 
settled refugees, particularly for women, to public spaces and paid 
employment, and thus to enhance their independence and 
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opportunities, rather than being largely confined to and isolated in the 
domestic sphere (Hatoss and Huijser, 2010, p. 148). 
In a study by Dahya and Dryden-Peterson (2016), mobile technologies and 
online social networks were relied on by women to support one another in their 
pursuit of higher education, pushing the boundaries of the term ‘social network’ 
to indicate it as a form of academic support. These technologies are an 
important resource for women in refugee camps, where the men had more 
diverse opportunities for information gathering through using the internet, 
reading the news and listening to the radio (Dahya and Dryden-Peterson, 
2016). Men had easier access to computers during work in the camp or in 
educational facilities outside of the camp, whilst also having more leisure time 
than women with domestic and childcare responsibilities. Therefore, mobile 
phone technology is important in giving women opportunities for accessing 
educational support and information from peers about post-secondary school 
education and access to scholarships: 
The information accrued through these networks provided access to 
valuable and sometimes necessary information that set the foundation 
for pursuing higher education (Dahya and Dryden-Peterson, 2016, p. 
294). 
Mobile phones have also been used to help keep women and girls safe; the 
UNHCR (2021) reports on the use of mobile phones during the Covid-19 
pandemic to protect women and girls: 
As part of India’s GBV/Child protection response, 173 female refugee 
volunteers have been provided with mobile phones to spread 
awareness on GBV, child protection and sexual exploitation and abuse 
(SEA), to act as psychosocial first aid service providers and to facilitate 
access to services and complaint mechanisms (p. 3). 
Although accessing education is problematic for women with familial 
responsibilities, for those who had moved through different countries, traditional 
views on women’s education had changed: 
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Many noted that because of their experiences as refugees in Pakistan 
and Iran, their families had adopted less conservative views regarding 
education, girls’ access to education, and gender roles (Damaschke-
Deitrick et al., 2019, p. 176). 
Likewise, in Hatoss and Huijser (2010), Sudanese refugees who had been in 
Australia for some time had changed their attitudes to women’s education, 
although more recent settlers were still deeply rooted in their traditional cultures 
and values: 
The main challenge is to shift the traditional gender roles so that 
women can take full advantage of educational opportunities, while 
staying mindful of the potentially irreconcilable cross-cultural conflicts 
between the host society and long-established cultural gender roles 
(Hatoss and Huijser, 2010, p. 157). 
Education for girls and young women is a durable solution that is significant in 
raising living standards, hopes and life skills for future generations (UNHCR, 
2011), it enables women to make choices about marriage, children, work and 
managing their home (UNICEF, 2015). Significant barriers to sustained 
education persist across refugee populations, yet the benefits are vital as tools 
for equipping refugee girls and women. 
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Refugee experiences of education and training 
The development of sustainable solutions and advancement of learning that is 
inclusive of women and girls is significant in providing refugees with the 
knowledge and capabilities to help rebuild their communities (UN General 
Assembly, 2016). Among refugees settling in host countries, education is a core 
component: 
… education has become a key factor in host country integration due to 
the transformational qualities of creating a stable future through literacy; 
and skills for gaining independence and access to employment (Davis, 
2019, p. 9) 
Where the provision of education is lacking but very much longed for, refugee 
children have been reported as using the resources they have so as to create 
their own learning regime. Kohli and Kaukko (2018) describe research 
conducted by Uzureau and Senovilla Hernández (2016), in which 
unaccompanied migrant children awaited news of their status. Some practised 
language and mathematic skills which they downloaded on their phones using 
free wi-fi, with one boy explaining how he sat on a park bench to study, 
following a weekly timetable that he had set for himself.  
Education is supportive when girls and women encounter problems in their 
lives: 
Educated women are more likely to be aware of where to find 
professional help – some of it life-saving – when pregnant or as new 
mothers, while the further they progress with their schooling the more 
aware they are of the benefits of nutrition and sanitation. (UNHCR, 
2018, p. 10) 
Obstacles to girls’ education such as early marriage, teenage pregnancy  and 
gender-based violence (UNESCO, 2021) in communities and schools each 
have long-term outcomes: 
All this creates a self-perpetuating system that works against girls: the 
fewer girls who are educated, the fewer female teachers there will be 
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who can buck these trends and act as role models. (UNHCR, 2018, p. 
18) 
Education is a protective resource for children (UNHCR, 2016b), and girls who 
are raised by educated mothers are more likely to support their own daughters’ 
process of learning as part of a sustained solution: 
According to UNESCO, if all girls completed primary school, child 
marriage would fall by 14 per cent. If they all finished secondary school, 
it would plummet by 64 per cent (UNHCR, 2018, p. 8). 
 
Education has long-range, productive mechanisms, whereby girls and women 
who have received an education pass on the benefits and disposition of 
learning to their own children.  
With reference to African women refugees living in camps, Davis (2019) 
enumerates the issues impacting their access to education, including early 
marriage and family responsibilities, which cause school drop-out and, 
consequently, low numbers accessing higher education. Davis states that 
vocational training and education is crucial for women living in refugee camps, 
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and the women she interviewed who had enrolled in training had benefitted 
from it: 
Vocational training was a positive influence on the participants’ 
livelihood experience, bringing new skills and work experiences to 
include opportunities for income-producing activities… (Davis, 2019, p. 
118). 
There were economic barriers to the women being able to set-up businesses, 
and they lacked equipment such as a sewing machine to expand their 
enterprise, but the benefits of making friends, building social networks and 
realising self-efficacy were evidenced. The experiences of refugee women 
indicate that gendered roles alter as women develop skills, and vocational 
education and training equips them to participate in society and gives them 
hope for the future (Jabbar and Zaza, 2015; Davis, 2019).   
A key theme among women refugees who used visual ethnography to explore 
representations of their lived experience (Lenette and Boddy, 2013) was the 
role of education for their children, a topic that was also apparent in arts-based 
work undertaken with refugee children by Denov and Shevell (2021). Education 
was a source of hope, pride, self-confidence, empowerment and achievement 
(Denov and Shevell, 2021). In Green and Denov (2019), education represented 
transcendence of hardships, as this young participant explained during mask-
making; ‘feathers represent the beauty that I will get after studying and I would 
put on the graduation gown’ (p. 7).  
Using arts-based methods, Ephrat Huss et al. (2021) evaluated refugee 
children’s experiences of a school on Lesbos for refugee camp children and 
taught by refugees from the camp. Children and staff drew two pictures 
representing what they liked about the school and what was challenging, and 
the resulting pictures demonstrated the difficulties of a lack of resources, but 
also attachment to and pride in their school. The provision of formal learning 
was: 
… a much-needed experience of normality for the children, providing 
structure that the children lacked in their chaotic experience of refugee 
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lives with their multiple traumas and transitions, even if it was a huge 
challenge for the teachers (Ephrat Huss et al., 2021, p. 5). 
These findings encouraged the teachers who were working in difficult 
conditions, and demonstrate the role and value that education has for refugees 
and their families. The accessibility of an arts-based means of gathering data 
from a refugee population spanning several countries leads the authors to 
conclude that: 
… the arts-based methods helped to create complex spectrums, rather 
than endpoints, and helped to capture both physical and relational 
efforts to address lack of resources. The data were returned 
immediately to the school in exhibits, and helped adjust school 
strategies and policy, showing what was working and what was not 
(Ephrat Huss et al., 2021, p. 7). 
Harris (2011) used ‘Ethnocinema’, an ethnographic documentary filmmaking 
technique with young women from Sudan who have settled in Australia. Harris 
sees that arts-based education with marginalised young people has numerous 
benefits in which they can act as co-constructors of knowledge. Globally, less 
than half of girls aged 15-19 are in school and many are over-age for their 
grade and unlikely to complete their education (ILO & UNICEF, 2018).  
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The challenges of low literacy levels and interrupted schooling, particularly 
among girls, can be tackled through creative methods (Harris, 2011). Harris 
critiques a deficit-model of education, noting that refugees can and do learn in 
multiple ways, for example, learning English via ‘music videos, movies, friends, 
cousins, on the street and on the internet is life-as-pedagogy’ (Harris, 2011, p. 
736). Refugees’ prior knowledge, contextualised experiences and their 
adaptability should be regarded as usable, transferable skills, rather than seeing 
refugees as a tabular rasa: 
There is also a propensity to treat women migrants as blank slates and 
set them to begin again at the beginning (Clayton, 2005, p. 14). 
Thorne (2020) explored a skills development programme in Jordan for local and 
Syrian refugee women. Syrian refugee women have limited options for training 
and there have been few skills development interventions and a similar lack of 
evaluations of those that do exist (Thorne, 2020). Syrian female refugees are 
economically and socially marginalised, and have only received 4% of the work 
permits allocated to refugees in Jordan, therefore they need interventions that 
will support them in sustainable ways (Thorne, 2020). Thorne suggests that 
through taking a ‘capability’ lens, what the women said they wished to gain from 
skills training, such as making friends and enhancing their social and 
communication skills is accepted as of value to them. The women reflected that 
they had enjoyed the programme, appreciated learning with their peers and 
developing confidence, and acquiring new skills such as cheese making and 
teamwork. The skills ‘appeared to have a positive impact on the women’s 
wellbeing, sense of self-worth and confidence’ (Thorne, 2020, p. 11). These 
programmes cannot overcome the many sociocultural and economic barriers to 
women’s employment, the issues with obtaining work permits, and the effects of 
poverty, but nevertheless they ‘have an empowering impact on individuals and 
communities which should not be overlooked’ (Thorne, 2020, p. 15).  
Davis (2019) observes that the vocational training which refugee women 
undertook gave them new skills and work-based experiences that helped them 
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problem-solve, build new relationships in the form of social capital, and act as 
role models: 
Participants were provided the opportunity for education and were able 
to learn valuable skills they could use to produce income… participants 
exhibited the fortitude to bring change to their lives by pursuing an 
education and assuming agency over the inevitable changes of 
decision-making, and leadership roles, necessary for their livelihood 
(Davis, 2019, p. 123). 
However, Davis, in similar vein to Thorne (2020), notes that there is a gap in 
research on the role of vocational programmes regarding if the goals are 
achieved, and she contends that studies should determine what types of 
vocational training are required and would be of relevance to refugees. She 
concludes that: 
Continued research with African refugee women to investigate self-
perceptions of their formal education is essential for understanding the 
level of social and economic advancement as recipients of formal 
education (Davis, 2019, p. 141). 
Previous educational achievements are evidently beneficial to refugees, 
whether gained in their home country or while living in camps, yet in arts-based 
research conducted by Guruge (2015), some refugee youth felt that the 
educational experience they brought with them to their host country was 
undervalued: 
If you got an education back in Africa and you come here they don't 
respect it as much. They think that you don't know much. They just put 
low standards on what you should do (Guruge, 2015, p. no page ref). 
This comment indicates bias in how the refugees’ previous learning was 
viewed, suggesting that educational staff in host countries need to develop 
enhanced and nuanced understanding of their refugee students. As Clayton 
(2005) noted earlier, refugees are not blank slates, and if students’ prior 
achievements are overlooked, achievements that may have been gained 
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despite difficult circumstances, this fails to consider their resilience and the 
many strengths they bring with them (Boyden, 2001).  
Part two 
Arts-based interventions 
An overview of arts-based approaches 
Working individually or as part of a group with arts-based methods and 
approaches provides a space for reflection, for developing new skills, creating 
friendships (Oliveira, 2019) and fostering relationship-building and wellbeing 
(Frimberger, 2016). These methods are valuable as a negotiated approach with 
refugees, particularly if they have ‘struggled to articulate their feelings and 
experiences’ (Mulongo et al., 2021, p. 237). When arts-based interventions are 
delivered with thought and care they: 
… facilitate empathetic responses and horizontal channels of learning: 
both of which are critical to dismantling oppression and advancing 
social justice (Oliveira, 2019, p. 537). 
There are different ways of approaching arts-based interventions (Hogan 2016). 
Arts-based interventions are often participatory while having the facility to be 
open to self-direction, and they are supportive of individualised depictions of 
inner worlds, thoughts and feelings (Denov and Shevell, 2021). Through art, 
people can connect with ‘preverbal, affective, and novel cognitive views of the 
world in ways that capture nuance’ (Corbett and Moxley, 2018, p. 149). These 
activities facilitate distancing from trauma and create safety (Green and Denov, 
2019), opening up opportunities to capture human experience despite linguistic 
and communication barriers, and transcending the confines of speech (Guruge, 
2015; Toll, 2018; Chatzipanagiotidou and Murphy, 2020). Using art materials 
creatively enables the processing of emotions, increases self-awareness, self-
esteem and fosters coping mechanisms (Ugurlu et al., 2016). Arts interventions 
can mediate language barriers, and give participants the chance to make 
choices about the materials and subjects they choose to depict, while working in 
a non-threatening environment (Brunick, 1999). 
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Among refugees who have experienced war and conflict, the need to recover 
and heal are significant in helping rebuild families and communities. Baker 
(2006) recounts that Bosnian women spoke of having forgotten how to do tasks 
such as baking and embroidery, and notes that it is important for individuals to 
reconnect with their culture. Needlecraft was used as a focus for the women to 
come together and talk and they created a banner depicting symbols from 
Bosnia and a group story quilt that was a process for them to ‘reconnect with an 
aspect of their culture and gave them a way to tell their stories’ (Baker, 2006, p. 
194). 
Arts-based sessions are capable of creating a space within which people can 
step away from stress, take time to relax, and develop connections with others. 
In workshops organised for undocumented immigrants, the participants found 
drawing, music, dance and talking together to be a positive experience and a 
way to have fun (Mateos-Fernandez and Saavedra, 2020). Child refugees from 
Syria took part in art therapy using small groups that created a constructive and 
healing setting whereas: 
In their normal daily life, it may not be possible to find an adult as a 
group leader and other group peers who have similar problems. Yet in 
group therapies, they have the opportunity to realize that they are not 
alone… (Ugurlu et al., 2016, p. 98). 
The children also learnt self-care techniques to manage stress and to enjoy 
themselves, which they could use in their daily life. The affordances that arts-
based work facilitate support children to explore and develop their talents and 
abilities, as set-out in the Convention on the Rights of the Child (UN 
Commission on Human Rights, 1990). Considering their hardships in transit and 
the extended families they may have left behind, the opportunity for child and 
adult refugees to relax and reflect is an important part of recovery. As a 
participant in a photography project explained, ‘I just want peace and to have 
fun like any other girl my age’ (Miled, 2020, p. 6). A participant who had taken 
part in a series of six arts-based interventions found them cathartic: 
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The workshop allowed me to liberate myself in some way, so that I 
could move on afterwards, so that I could say what I feel inside and 
release myself from all the fears I have (Mateos-Fernandez and 
Saavedra, 2020, p. 10). 
   
Ethical considerations with arts-based interventions 
Ethical considerations are a central part of planning any arts-based activities 
with refugees to ensure their dignity and safety, and issues of trust can shape 
how they take part in activities as mistrust is common (Kohli and Kaukko, 2018). 
Awareness of one’s responsibilities and foresight when working in these 
settings is necessary: 
Because expectations may vary widely among stake-holder groups and 
individuals, it is important to clarify program costs, goals, objectives, 
and anticipated outcomes. Being as clear and transparent as possible 
helps ensure that all stakeholders are treated with fairness, respect, 
and integrity (Potash et al., 2017, p. 79). 
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Sensitivity to the way in which topics are approached and explored will avoid 
placing pressure on participants to revisit traumatic memories about conflict 
(Oh, 2012; Lock, 2016). A tendency to fixate:  
… on ‘voices’ relies heavily on liberal constructions of experience as 
located in psychological interiorities that can be externalized and 
expressed through coherent and linear narrativizations 
(Chatzipanagiotidou and Murphy, 2020, p. 7).  
And, 
Inviting survivors to tell their trauma stories, even through indirect arts-
based expression, may have negative effects (Potash et al., 2017, p. 
77). 
Thus, through using appropriate methods participants can control the pace, the 
agenda, and what they chose to say about their experiences. Organisers also 
need to consider if their proposed activities are culturally acceptable and 
whether participant involvement might be criticised by some community 
members. Boyden (2001) notes that more liberal, participatory processes with 
children have met with resistance from parents and community elders. An 
informed, sensitive attitude when planning participatory activities among 
refugees from diverse populations helps reduce community concerns that are 
based on differing values and beliefs (Boyden, 2001; C. Rousseau et al., 2005; 
Green and Denov, 2019). In various communities there may be no experience 
or references for arts-based therapeutic work, so that even the idea of therapy 
is ‘alien’ to them (Akthar and Lovell, 2018, p. 147). For some cultures, PTSD, 
anxiety and depression are not well understood, leading to cultural stigmas 
around mental health concerns and lower acceptance of psychiatric 
interventions (Baker, 2006; Hanania, 2017; Feen-Calligan et al., 2020). 
Therefore, families may be resistant to exploring these issues or taking up 
offers of help; bearing these concerns in mind, arts-based activities offer a 
viable, non-stigmatised approach.  
The activities and goals of workshop facilitators should be attuned to the 
specific needs, contexts and preferences of the participants (Frazier, 2019). For 
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example, varying familial values exist, and the dominant notion of a nuclear 
family differs from kinship relationships and extended family bonds (Evans, 
2020). Denov and Shevell (2021) report that mask making, which had been a 
success in one setting, was not so in another context. They surmise this 
indicates: 
… the importance of participatory and arts-based approaches that 
include local actors and researchers to ensure local understandings are 
incorporated in the research design, methods, and process in order to 
maximize impact and relevance (Denov and Shevell, 2021, p. 35). 
Power imbalances can be present between organisers and participants, with 
participants ‘acquiescing’ (Frazier, 2019) to participation because of their 
dependence on agencies: 
Participants may be under the impression that even with the limited 
scope, or non-political framework, of the project, their participation may 
lead to them being viewed favourably by those in positions to affect 
change in their cases or living conditions (Lockowandt, 2013, p. 87). 
Boyden (2001) notes that in situations where refugees are dependent on help 
and support it can be difficult for children and their families to refuse to 
participate ‘for fear that doing so will result in the removal of essential support 
systems’ (p4). Akthar and Lovell (2018) interviewed art therapists who work with 
refugee children, the therapists reflected on the ambiguity of their role, where 
children may view them as able to help them, and/or able to deport them.  
There are many benefits to using participatory arts-based approaches that 
involve marginalised groups, but ‘it is also important to note that all research is 
embedded in layers of power dynamics that can never be fully addressed’ 
(Oliveira, 2019, p. 535). Walker and Oliveira (2020) discuss the imbalance that 
is frequently present in participatory projects, and they state that it is not ethical 
to remain ‘neutral’. In their own long-term project they provided material 
assistance to the participants through buying food or paying for electricity 
(Walker and Oliveira, 2020). An ethical sensibility is relational (Kohli and 
Kaukko, 2018) and contextualised, and whether the activity is for one day or 
 
37     
 
longer, the power dynamics exist and must be negotiated and engaged with. 
Potash et al. (2017) explore the ethical awareness that is required when art 
therapists work in international contexts, noting that conducting work ethically 
‘outside one’s home country requires continuous examination of cross-cultural 
ramifications of power and privilege’ (p74). Potash et al. (2017) go on to 
suggest that ‘consultative relationships establish a basis for privileging local 
knowledge about cultural beliefs, mental health practices, and art’ (p76). 
Localised knowledge can help to avoid inappropriate approaches and establish 
a collaborative relationship that leads to ‘co-creating positive, constructive, 
resiliency-based arts engagement opportunities’ (Potash et al., 2017, p. 77). 
There may not be time, or it may not be necessary to develop this depth of 
partnership, nevertheless, working reflexively and being attuned to the specifics 
of each context facilitates arts-based methods that are culturally sensitive.  
If the outcomes of arts-based activities are shared with others, the responses 
from those viewing the work might need to be managed if, for example, they 
make stereotyped remarks (Luchs and Miller, 2016) or criticise the exhibited 
works. Fobear (2017) discusses public responses when LGBT refugees 
exhibited a mural that they had produced in their host country of Canada, with 
one visitor commenting that the piece could be ‘more political’. Fobear (2017) 
counters this; the message of the artwork was of hope and resilience in the face 
of struggle, where the refugees are not only shaped by their painful 
experiences, but can also express individualism, beauty and strength.  
Consent  
In arts-based research conducted by Clacherty (2019), children could withdraw 
at any time, had complete anonymity, and details that may be specific to them 
were changed. When photographs or other personally identifiable work or 
images are being shown in an exhibition or as part of published work, consent 
issues must be established and ensured so that participants understand how 
their work might be used (Lockowandt, 2013). Lenette and Boddy (2013) 
explain that some participants who had used photography and digital 
storytelling wanted their real names attached to the digital stories they had 
produced. This is a confirmation of the women’s achievements and wishes to 
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share their work: an important action in re-scripting prevalent stories of 
refugees’ powerlessness. However, participants’ giving of consent and what 
they understand by that in practice may differ, and neither organisers or 
participants can fully ‘anticipate the ways their stories might be used in the 
future’ (Lenette and Boddy, 2013, p. 85). Creative work can have a life beyond 
that it was originally intended for hence, although participants may wish to share 
their work openly and with full consent for their names being made public, the 
producers of activities and interventions must be cognisant of their 
responsibilities as facilitators.  
Privacy issues need addressing dynamically and contextually, for example, 
participants may be happy to take part, but their individual preferences for not 
being photographed must be respected (Kohli and Kaukko, 2018). In a project 
run by Walker and Oliveira (2020), the women did not wish to be recognised: 
Similar to other marginalized population groups, all of the women in this 
project choose to remain anonymous due to fears of retaliation, further 
abuse or community stigma (p. 204). 
Participants may opt out of some elements of an activity, and thought must be 
given to how this process is managed and how that impacts other group 
members or the outcomes of group work. In guidance notes from the European 
Commission (2020) it is suggested that some participants may not be 
comfortable signing a consent form if this jeopardises their anonymity, it also 
states that forms must be translated into participants’ own language and be 
easy to read. It is advised that a ‘cultural insider’ is used where less formal 
alternatives to signed consent are adopted (European Commission, 2020). 
Practical issues when conducting arts-based interventions 
Practical issues can influence the success of an activity, such as securing 
funding and a suitable space for meeting, providing skilled facilitators, sufficient 
equipment, and enough time for the participants to take part, particularly if they 
have caring or work responsibilities. Where it is financially viable for participants 
to use specialist equipment like digital cameras, insurance and spares may 
need budgeting for, so that if a piece of equipment is lost, damaged or broken, 
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replacements are factored into the costs. If finances are limited, simple 
materials such as old magazines and glue for collage, or pencils, pastels, paint 
and paper for artwork (E. Huss et al., 2018; Feen-Calligan et al., 2020) offer 
realisable but creative possibilities. 
Bajwa et al. (2018) provided transport, project materials and refreshment 
allowances for those enrolled in an educational programme. Such practices are 
not just an acknowledgement of participants’ overheads when taking part, but 
are significant in recognising participants’ rights as engaged actors. Fobear 
(2017) ensured participants in an arts project were provided with meals in 
acknowledgement of their sacrifice of food in order to pay rent in their host 
country. Organisers of events and interventions should consider their practical 
obligations to participants, whose involvement and attention span will be 
influenced by hunger, thirst and fatigue. In an arts-based therapy programme 
with Syrian youths, Feen-Calligan et al. (2020) arranged transport to and from 
the intervention site for twelve weeks, ‘to bolster retention’ (p2). Feen-Calligan 
et al. (2020) also comment that an unexpected challenge was: 
…that the children had cell phones and even when expectations for 
their use were established, it was difficult for them to be without their 
phones (p. 12). 
In arts-based work with refugee youth settling in Canada, Guruge (2015) 
observes that the young people took on greater familial responsibilities in their 
host country because they were able to learn the language more rapidly, which 
can lead to them acting as family interpreters (Brunick, 1999). This rapid ability 
to cope in a new setting indicates the young people’s adaptability, but also 
indicates their family obligations (C. Nunn, 2018), a factor that this young 
Afghan refugee explained: 
But here, because I… know English more and better than my father, 
then our responsibility increases as well. We have to take our 
grandmother and our father to doctors' appointments and also solve the 
problems at home (Guruge, 2015, p. no page ref.). 
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This role as family interpreter and facilitator may limit their availability to engage 
in arts activities that spread over several sessions.  
Where time permits, preparatory activities help to establish the intended work 
so that participants can begin to explore topics and receive support in using art 
and craft techniques, cameras, and equipment. Vacchelli (2017) notes how her 
attempts to explain the aims and tasks involved in her collage-making workshop 
were interrupted by late-comers to the event, suggesting that having a 
colleague(s) available during the session will help to facilitate smooth running 
and individualised support needs. Vacchelli (2017) found that some participants 
were not familiar with collage techniques, highlighting that clear explanations 
are necessary; activities and art materials can be understood differently or be 
unfamiliar to some participants (Brunick, 1999), dependent upon their cultural 
background and experiences. Feen-Calligan et al. (2020) found two barriers to 
smooth participation: 
By the fourth week, factors such as the range in ages and interests and 
inconsistent arrival times made it difficult to engage the therapeutic 
factors of the group as much as we would have liked (p. 6). 
If time and resources are limited, arts-based work which aims to be therapeutic, 
empowering, and socially disruptive, is still achievable because each 
participants’ own potential for creativity is relied upon: 
The search for spaces that can work in simultaneous directions in a 
short time with limited resources is important… in these spaces the 
central resource is the creativity of the participants themselves (Gil 
Schwartzberg et al., 2021, p. 6). 
Gil Schwartzberg et al. (2021) contend that even short-term interventions help 
reduce isolation, access coping mechanisms, and nurture coherence despite 
the ‘very limited resources of time, space, and art materials’ (Gil Schwartzberg 
et al., 2021, p. 6). 
Lenette and Boddy (2013) used visual techniques including Photovoice, but 
some of the women participants felt burdened by the task of taking photographs 
 
41     
 
in addition to their daily responsibilities. They also reflect on the fact that more 
women might have engaged with the activities if they had been at an advanced 
stage of resettlement. The authors ensured that the women were not pushed to 
take part and state that while methods including Photovoice, photo-elicitation 
and digital storytelling are ‘useful research methods for some refugee women, it 
may be inappropriate for others’ (Lenette and Boddy, 2013, p. 84). Frazier 
(2019) struggled to engage sufficient participants in participatory photography, 
and the few photographs that were taken did not prove suitable for the project. 
Frazier reflects that notions of empowerment do not occur automatically with a 
given technique. It could be argued that participants show their agency though 
choosing not to take part, through interpreting and using the method in their 
own way (Frazier, 2019), or through prioritising other activities in their lives as 
more important at that particular time and place.  
Working with gatekeepers often dictates the pace of a project and who and how 
access to participants is enabled (Frazier, 2019). This is a necessary precursor 
to many activities, but establishing rapport with gatekeepers prior to gaining 
access requires extra time and negotiations. It is also likely that some potential 
participants are difficult to identify or reach unless sensitivity to these contexts 
enables their involvement. Those who are particularly marginalised (Bartels et 
al., 2018) or who have disabilities (Skyrme and Woods, 2018; Garbern et al., 
2020) could be missed, or regarded as too vulnerable to engage with during 
recruitment activities. Girls and women encounter specific issues in the 
approach to taking part, and Nunn (2020) explicates some of the barriers to 
recruiting young women into arts-based activities: 
Among those indirectly excluded from the project… were young women 
whose parents or husbands discouraged participation or who had 
caring responsibilities… (p. 8). 
An interpreter/translator will be an essential component in many events, and 
they can also be useful in explaining cultural differences (Baird et al., 2015, p. 
395). A day’s training was provided for volunteer translators in an arts therapy 
intervention run by Ugurlu et al. (2016). In Corbett and Moxley (2018), they 
used a cultural navigator who served as translator and interpreter, and the extra 
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costs for these skilled workers need to be planned and budgeted for. 
Interpreters act as a bridge and a voice who convey instructions to participants 
and can inform organisers about local contexts and culture (Baker, 2006). 
Organisers may need to spend time ensuring they give a thorough explanation 
of their planned activities to the interpreter prior to running a session (Akthar 
and Lovell, 2018). These preparatory processes are important if participants are 
to understand what they will be doing and why; a ‘cultural insider’ (European 
Commission, 2020) is an effective strategy for ensuring good communication 
and support. Site specific matters such as times and venues for activities should 
attempt to fit with participants’ responsibilities and duties, and the accessibility, 
cultural appropriateness and safety of venues all need to be thought through.  
Photographic techniques 
Photovoice is a community-based participatory research method that combines 
photography, community awareness building, group discussions, and social 
action. By giving cameras to participants, Photovoice enables participants to 
record and reflect on strengths and challenges (Denov and Shevell, 2021). 
Miled (2020) utilised Photovoice in a project with refugee girls and young 
women. The participants took photographs that portrayed elements of their 
lives, and then explored and discussed the images through group discussion. 
Photovoice gave them the opportunity to consider their physical and emotional 
journeys, both what they had lost but also what they had found. The technique 
can encourage participants to express themselves and listen to other 
participants’ experiences and perspectives. Projects utilising equipment teach 
technical and ‘soft’ skills in the use of cameras, teamworking, and 
communicating with people from host countries in a non-threatening way. Using 
photovoice enabled the young women to recognise the complexities of their 
lives and the social injustices they dealt with, offering ‘an opportunity to speak 
for themselves’ (Miled, 2020, p. 10) rather than being spoken for. 
Methodological approaches that favour Western values and perspectives can 
restrict refugees or reinforce their marginalisation. A solution to this is to adopt 
methods that help participants self-define central concepts (Pearce et al., 2016; 
E. Huss et al., 2018). The use of Photovoice with South Sudanese women 
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refugees helped participants focus on their strengths, engendering dialogue 
around the photographs and the contexts that they emerged from (Pearce et al., 
2016). Visual techniques support a sense of ownership and skill-building among 
participants, placing agency into their hands in a form of visual ethnography 
where they are the experts on the images captured (Lockowandt, 2013; Pearce 
et al., 2016). It can be used with children to engage with their interests and 
insights, and draws from notions of children as having agency and being 
competent to make choices in their lives (Oh, 2012). Facilitating photographic 
representations of objects, people and situations from users’ lived realities can 
act as ‘entry points to their innermost thoughts about events and relationships 
across time and space’ (Oh, 2012). Oliveira (2019) collaborated with migrant 
sex workers in South Africa to explore their experiences through using 
photovoice, the participants made new friends, learnt new information that was 
useful to them about their rights, and learnt new skills. Their output from the 
project offered a different discourse to one that only represents them as 
vulnerable. 
Photographic methods are feasible to use among those with limited literacy or 
language skills and can assist users to set the agenda for what is of interest and 
concern to them: 
The co-researchers’ capacity to voice stories, articulate the hardships 
and offer solutions to cope with displacement and resettlement, while 
expressing future dreams and aspirations becomes the means by which 
they articulate change is made. In explaining this relationship, one 
woman offers, ‘the fact that our voice is being heard, we now have hope 
that our stories as women will be heard, not only in our community but, 
by many other communities as well’. (Pearce et al., 2016, p. 381) 
Brigham et al. (2018) used participatory photography, an activity that 
emphasises art making and develops self-awareness and collective knowledge. 
The method allows that the participants are best situated to express their 
unique experiences and to share those with others in the group and, where 
appropriate, with the public. Using images can work when language is 
insufficient for complex and painful memories and emotions: 
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Photographs often triggered participants’ memories of what was left 
behind, allowing them to integrate their experiences before and after 
immigration and to express feelings that were difficult to put in words. 
(Brigham et al., 2018, p. 109) 
Communicating through art 
Art has been a form of expression across diverse cultures, geographies and 
histories, and images can hold multiple layers of meaning that engage with 
empathy while expressing experiences too painful to speak of (Toll, 2018). 
Words, even if they are in the refugee’s first language sometimes fail to fully 
represent issues, and arts-based work overcomes this gap, ‘arts can show 
emotions while remaining silent’ (E. Huss et al., 2018, p. 70).  
 
 
The creative work produced by refugee children using photo-assisted interviews 
and quilt-making was beneficial to the participants (Yohani, 2008). The use of 
disposable cameras to take photographs that represented hope to the children, 
and the making of a quilt based on their drawings of hope helped them to reflect 
on what had meaning for them in their lives, such as journeys of survival and 
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making new friends. It drew on the positive attributes of hope-based activities 
and also had reciprocal possibilities when it was shared with others, therefore, it 
built hopefulness in the participants and then shared that quality with others 
who viewed the work (Yohani, 2008). Being part of a group during arts-based 
work can create a social network, however transient, within which participants 
have opportunities to express anger, fear, sorrow, loss and hope (Mateos-
Fernandez and Saavedra, 2020).  
Clacherty (2019) combined art making and storytelling to explore refugee 
children’s past and present experiences of leaving their homes due to conflict 
and moving to South Africa. With their consent, a tape recorder captured the 
children’s stories, an activity they appreciated; ‘I liked that you thought our story 
was important. Yeah, that we had something important to say’ (Clacherty, 2019, 
p. 4). Clacherty (2019) avoided extracting any narratives from the art project, 
rather, the work constituted a form of communication in itself: 
Because it worked within an aesthetic paradigm (privileging art over 
talk), the Suitcase Project allowed for silent meaning-making 
(Clacherty, 2019, p. 8). 
Participants may feel that their story or experience is too much and too 
upsetting for people to hear, or feel that they have nothing to say, but art can 
help them find a way to make meaning from adversity as part of a process. Art 
can act as an alternative to talk (Clacherty, 2019) or, as Fobear (2017) puts it; 
‘arts-based projects help to articulate the inarticulable’ (p.52).  Inchoate or partly 
formed emotions can find expression, becoming revealing of emotional states to 
participants (Hogan 2016). 
Memories do not always sit neatly within linear time frames, and this layering of 
times, events and memories is depicted through artworks using a range of 
mediums. The refugee children in the activity that Clacherty (2019) conducted 
represented fragments of the past, present and even the future, ‘there is no 
attempt on their part to create a single narrative’ (Clacherty, 2019, p. 13). In an 
arts-based project, it may be important not to look for closure in the stories told, 
or in the pictures or objects created: 
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At no point did we demand that the children make sense of what they 
wanted to say before they said it. The children chose what to represent 
in the artwork and what to say about it (Clacherty, 2019, p. 13). 
Green and Denov (2019) used mask making and drawing with war-affected 
children in northern Uganda. The mask making required group working, which 
built trust and friendship among the children and young people. Green and 
Denov reflect that the images produced by the children and young people have 
a power that academic writing alone cannot convey. This work was also able to 
be appreciated among those with low literacy levels who, customarily, may be 
excluded from knowledge dissemination. Importantly, the work communicated 
and ‘provoked a powerful emotional impact in the community and fuelled their 
motivation to create social change’ (Green and Denov, 2019, p. 10). 
Gil Schwartzberg et al. (2021) used social art to work with asylum seekers, and 
they suggest that: 
Using theories of traumatic memory and of arts in trauma, we can 
understand the art as helping to organize the deep, non-verbal, and 
fragmented traumatic elements into a coherent image… one can claim 
that by drawing them, the drawers gain some control over the 
experience and manage to share it with others visually, if not verbally 
(p. 5). 
They also note that individual work that is then combined with a group piece 
about similar experiences can support the individual’s awareness of being part 
of a shared reality, thus reducing the sense of isolation. This resituates the 
problem from being a personal, to a social context, positioning narratives within 
a broader setting of social injustice (Gil Schwartzberg et al., 2021) and raising 
participants’ awareness that their experiences are shared by others (Vivian 
Wenli Lin et al., 2019).   
Metaphor and symbolism 
Metaphor and symbolism (Denov and Shevell, 2021) are part of the process of 
self-expression, replacing or adding to factual narratives and conveying 
powerful emotions for what might be difficult to represent or unrepresentable. 
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Visual symbols and metaphors can condense difficult feelings in a more evolved 
way than words alone can achieve (Gil Schwartzberg et al., 2021, p. 5). Myths 
and metaphors provide a distancing action, helping to address past trauma and 
create coherence from pre-migration and migration experiences (Lemzoudi, 
2015). Drawings that are ‘metonymic and metaphorical reveal cultural values, 
ways of seeing and understanding the world’ (Ephrat Huss et al., 2021, p. 2). 
However, the meanings participants put into their work may differ from 
facilitators’ cultural contexts, thus, facilitators/practitioners should be ‘aware of 
the participants’ cultural symbols and underlying practices without creating or 
imposing assumptions from an ethnocentric lens’ (Toll, 2018, p. 10). 
C Rousseau et al. (2003) note that the use of metaphors can move beyond 
dichotomous thinking and help refugees represent a transitional space. Hence, 
a metaphoric framework assists participants in exploring their experiences 
directly or indirectly. C. Rousseau et al. (2005) held creative expression 
workshops during which refugee children took part in drawing activities and 
storytelling using stories and myths. Through these techniques, a positive effect 
was noted on the refugee’s self-esteem, indicating that these methods enhance 
adjustment and help refugees deal with their experiences. For refugee children 
who are: 
… coping with the loss of social relationships, working with myths in the 
form of stories representing a world other than the dominant one of the 
host country may help to generate a transitional space in which rooted 
creativity becomes possible (C Rousseau et al., 2003, p. 4). 
Denov and Shevell (2021) used a ‘river of life’ autobiographic mapping tool to 
explore life experiences through drawing with Rwandan children born of rape, 
and they consider the technique to be a vital non-verbal form of expression. The 
children were not given specific instructions on how to draw their lives, but a 
majority used metaphors and these were important in conveying difficult 
moments in their lives.  
Colours and objects can carry powerful meanings, in Green and Denov (2019), 
mask-making with Ugandan war-affected children produced work where they 
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were free to decide what to reveal or share. Two participants explained their 
choices: 
These mixed colors here represent the kind of confusion we saw from 
the bush. And in it, the red colors represent the killings that were taking 
place in the bush by both the government soldiers and rebels in the 
bush.  
And, 
The flower with the star represents how I will grow, as I would grow to 
be a very good girl. (both quotes from Green and Denov, 2019, p. 5) 
 
A Bosnian woman working on a memory quilt recalled how white held specific 
memories for her; ‘they were being forced to put white in the windows to signify 
that they were Muslims’ (Baker, 2006, p. 196). LGBT refugees in Canada who 
were involved a community art project chose to use the imagery of a Monarch 
butterfly to portray their journeys across bounded terrain: 
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The Monarch butterfly was used as a testament to the creativity, 
bravery, and tenacity that refugees display in their survival against 
oppressive odds (Fobear, 2017, p. 58). 
The butterfly was both a symbol of beauty and a challenge to national borders. 
Expressing identity and agency  
Migrants face complex journeys across unfamiliar territories during which some 
elements of their sense of identity and belonging may become fragmented, 
contributing to feelings of isolation and disorientation. They may negotiate times 
of rapid change and times of waiting that are experienced as being in ‘limbo’: 
When you live in a strange country without your parents and when you 
can’t even speak to anybody, it is like you have a door closed here and 
here (showing to the front and back of her). You can’t go back but you 
are not yet here (Kohli and Kaukko, 2018, p. 496). 
Despite the similarities in elements of their lives, refugees’ experiences are 
varied (C Rousseau et al., 2003), and not all refugees will deal with challenges 
in the same way, therefore, some models of recovery can essentialise and 
further marginalise them. This has led to critiques of the trauma discourse, 
which ‘have surfaced in response to the over-emphasis on trauma and the 
medicalization of refugee experiences’ (Pearce et al., 2016, p. 370). Pearce et 
al. (2016) suggest that current understandings of resilience must be revaluated 
and that ‘moving on’ from trauma into a future divorced from the past is 
unhelpful, so room must be made for dialogue between these positions. Yohani 
(2008) considers how a focus on psychopathology may overstate the effects of 
trauma, without attending to the possibilities of adjustment. However, 
Kalmanowitz and Ho (2016) state that while distress should not be medicalised, 
‘we cannot ignore the disadvantaged situation in which asylum seekers live or 
the suffering they endure’ (p.58).  
Feen-Calligan et al. (2020) worked with Syrian youths settled in the United 
States and conducted sessions aimed at assisting in: 
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… adjustment to the new environment through alleviating stress, reduce 
symptoms of PTSD, anxiety, and depression… and teach coping skills 
through art therapy experiences, such as deep breathing, mindfulness, 
and telling stories through collage, puppetry, and other media (p. 2). 
Arts-based interventions offer multiple interpretations, where participants have 
room to craft and define their own meanings instead of having those imposed 
upon them by others. Feen-Calligan et al. (2020) regard the individual’s 
engagement with arts materials as mimicking patterns of thought in other areas 
of their lives. A popular activity with the young people involved filling a jar with 
thickened water, sequins and glitter, which could then be shaken and held. 
These meditation jars were popular and could be used at home along with deep 
breathing to facilitate calm. In one session run by Feen-Calligan et al. (2020), 
participants made ‘strength trees’ out of paper bags, where personal strengths 
and sources of support were represented on the trunk and branches. One 
person withdrew from the activity at the suggestion of expressing their feelings, 
and another was resistant to explaining their choices for decorating the tree; 
Feen-Calligan et al. (2020) reflect that ‘it was not necessary nor appropriate to 
require verbalization about feelings or trauma’ (p.6). In another activity the 
children were invited to find images in inked patterns they made by dipping 
string into ink and marking paper with this, but they were not ready to find 
images in the marks. This response indicates the significance of letting 
participants find their own way to work with arts-based activities and in later 
sessions Feen-Calligan et al. (2020) offered choices of activity that suited 
participants’ preferences, concluding that: 
Thus, when we simplified instructions, stopped asking about their 
feelings and began encouraging participants to utilize the healing 
properties of the media themselves, we noticed a change overall in 
participants’ interest and engagement (p. 12). 
In an arts-based research study undertaken by Clacherty (2019), suitcases 
were decorated and filled with the refugee children’s artwork about their lives. 
One participant chose an old suitcase with no handle and he then printed and 
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attached to the front of the suitcase a label that stated ‘my life is like a suitcase 
with no handle’.  
It is argued that work such as this is not representative of ‘trauma in the 
pathological sense but rather an attempt to make sense out of experience’ 
(Clacherty, 2019, p. 6). Art therapy and storytelling can, when well-planned and 
delivered, put a safe distance between refugees and the feelings they are 
exploring, while offering an opportunity for them to be heard as they voice their 
version of events (Akthar and Lovell, 2018). Although discourse regarding 
refugees is frequently framed around vulnerability and victimhood (Oh, 2012; 
Guruge, 2015), the use of visual methods focusing on participants’ strengths 
and agency, as well as their issues, helps reframe notions of inherent 
vulnerability. This approach treats refugees as social actors (Oh, 2012; Green 
and Denov, 2019) in their lives, rewriting the repetitious labelling of refugee 
populations.  
The outcomes of arts-based activities can inform community members, parents 
and staff how to support refugees (Yohani, 2008), providing an alternate 
discourse than despair, violence (Fobear, 2017) and hopelessness. However, 
some refugee communities may feel pressured to focus on producing work that 
is sensational and revealing of their displacement and loss (Fobear, 2017; 
Chatzipanagiotidou and Murphy, 2020). This can be a way for organisations 
and groups to secure attention and resources, but the categorisation of ‘refugee 
art’ may convey specific ‘thematic expectations’ (Chatzipanagiotidou and 
Murphy, 2020, p. 2). This instils in viewers a focus on the individual’s pain 
instead of ‘seeing them as complex and capable actors’ (Fobear, 2017, p. 54). 
Fobear suggests that refugee art with LGBT participants should also focus on 
strengths: 
To ignore everyday aspects of survival and the ability to maintain love 
and joy in the face of oppression erases what makes these 
communities amazing in the first place, pushing them into a single 
narrative of victimhood (Fobear, 2017, p. 59). 
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O’Neill and Hubbard (2012) discuss the role of arts-based workshops and 
techniques with asylum seekers as a means to produce work which shifts public 
discourse about them, enabling new knowledge to flow out from these spaces 
to challenge mainstream knowledge. Hearing from marginalised and 
misunderstood participants foregrounds their views and perspectives, offering 
the chance for transformations in how they are thought of and spoken about 
(Oliveira, 2019). In arts-based work, representations of different experiences 
challenge narrow perspectives and contribute to social justice, and Maggie 
O’Neill (2017) embraces this ethos in exploring the lives of women asylum 
seekers and refugees through the activity of walking, photography and filming 
the walks taken: 
Arts-based walking methods are embodied, relational, sensory, multi-
modal and can often help to access the unsayable… They involve the 
role of the imaginary, imagination and politics – a radical democratic 
imaginary (Maggie O’Neill, 2017, p. 92). 
Utilising methods that support active involvement and participation helps 
refugees and asylum seekers engage with the challenges they face, and also 
impacts public perceptions of refugees. This acts as a counternarrative to 
monolithic and hegemonic discourse (Bell, 2020; Holle et al., 2021) which 
positions refugees as powerless or ‘other’ (Fobear, 2017). Through art they 
have the facility to define themselves instead of being defined by others (M. 
O’Neill and Hubbard, 2012) particularly when those definitions entrench 
stereotypes (Potash et al., 2017).  
Reaching an audience 
As well as helping refugees express themselves and develop new skills, their 
outputs can speak to a diversity of audiences, offering a different perspective to 
the common discourse of refugees as victims (O'Neill, 2008). Thus, the role of 
refugees’ artistic work is important for those involved in its production through 
giving them an outlet for creativity and skills-development. Simultaneously, the 
art has productive value when it engages the public in an alternative viewpoint 
than that of refugees, migrants and asylum seekers as passive and silenced, or 
dangerous and ‘other’: 
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… art, poetry and story-telling can all be used as a springboard for 
developing alternative discourses of asylum and reaching broader 
audiences (O’Neill and Hubbard, 2012, p. 12). 
Hearing from marginalised and frequently misunderstood participants enables 
their views and perspectives to be aired, and for transformative possibilities in 
how they are thought of and spoken about:  
… those who are often written about should also be able to contribute 
to the making of their own stories and definitions of themselves and of 
their worlds (Oliveira, 2019, p. 529). 
Art creates an expansive space for dialogue with host countries, engendering 
social justice and the re-visioning of complex lives (O'Neill, 2008; Oliveira, 
2019). African asylum seekers living in a detention centre in Israel took part in a 
social art workshop consisting of creating a patchwork; they each drew or 
painted whatever they chose from their experiences, spanning home, family, the 
traumas of their journey, detention, and the need for justice and a good future 
(Gil Schwartzberg et al., 2021). Together they then discussed their contribution, 
and the combined piece was exhibited at the university where the workshop 
took place. This gave the participants a sense of accomplishment that their 
work was reaching an audience, and one of those involved explained; ‘I liked 
that we could ask for justice and that the images would reach many people 
even if we can’t reach many people’ (Gil Schwartzberg et al., 2021, p. 5). 
Notions of female empowerment 
Although around half of the worlds’ total refugee population are women and girls 
(UN General Assembly, 2016), limited migration research has taken a gendered 
perspective despite gender being: 
… an essential element to consider in the context of international 
migration, as it is a key feature in the complex and intersecting 
asymmetrical social power relations embedded in society (Brigham et 
al., 2018, p. 107). 
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Empowering girls and women through arts-based interventions can assist them 
in realising their potential as part of furthering the work of gender 
transformation.  However, ideologies of empowerment may be based on 
stereotypes or shaped by the values of those who have privilege; 
‘empowerment is not something that can be measured, quantified, or defined by 
someone in a position of privilege or power’ (V.W. Lin, 2016, p. 72). Muftee 
(2014) observed a cultural orientation programme for refugee girls preparing to 
resettle in Sweden. Muftee’s observations indicate that some of the 
representatives’ discussions about Sweden and gender equality there assumed 
that the girls did not currently have experiences or views relating to equality. 
The representatives stressed the ‘importance of the girls taking control of their 
life while, at the same time, telling them just how that life ought to be’ (Muftee, 
2014, p. 53). Dichotomous and stereotyped thinking about female refugees as 
lacking any agency is problematic, it feeds into and generates discourse that 
overlooks their capacities, rather than creating space for dialogue (Muftee, 
2014). These observations indicate the tendency to ascribe ‘otherness’ to 
refugee girls and women, with attempts at empowerment being ‘imbued with 
certain preconceived	ideas about the girls’ (Muftee, 2014, p. 57). The act of 
enabling refugees to ‘speak up’ may be motivated by assumptions about how 
refugees should speak and what they should speak of. Situating refugees as 
uniformly disempowered is arguably in itself a form of disempowerment that 
denies women and girls the opportunity for self-definition. Arts-based 
interventions are capable of situating women and girl refugees as holders of 
knowledge, privileging their choices, perspectives and desires through the 
process of creative expression (C. Rousseau et al., 2005; Fobear, 2017; 
Oliveira, 2019).  
Participatory arts-based interventions with women and girls 
Refugee populations are marginalised across intersecting areas of their lives, 
limiting them from fully realising and using their abilities, an issue that the UN 
regard as unproductive: 
The better approach is the inclusion of refugees and migrants in all 
spheres of social, cultural and economic life. This helps refugees and 
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migrants to achieve their human potential and make a positive 
contribution to the economies and societies of the receiving countries 
(UN General Assembly, 2016). 
Involving refugee communities in activities that develop their confidence and 
abilities benefits them and, for girls and young women in refugee camps, this 
time could be considered an opportunity for development and training (UNHCR, 
2018, p. 9). Arts-based projects and interventions provide a setting for individual 
and group-level development and growth, factors that encourage and equip 
participants who may have had few such opportunities. These methods may 
also be regarded as less intrusive or threatening to traditional gender roles, 
offering girls and women a chance to be involved in activities that are deemed 
acceptable by their families and communities. 
Brigham et al. (2018) report that a participatory photography workshop helped 
refugee women to recognise their abilities. One participant in the workshop 
used a photograph of handmade goods crafted by women she knew who still 
lived in a refugee camp. Through the activity she was able to speak up for them 
and to promote sales of their handicrafts in her host country. Hence, 
interventions give women the chance to represent matters that are important to 
them, to act as role models among their peers, to encourage other women, and 
to raise women’s profile in refugee work both generally and in host countries. 
Vacchelli (2017) employed collage making with refugee and asylum-seeking 
women to explore their journeys to the UK, this technique leaves the participant 
in control of what they want to represent through the choice of imagery they cut 
out and use. It works in a non-linear, pre-conscious way and:  
… contributes to the understanding of collage making as an analytic 
and representational form revealing implicit understandings of one’s 
experience situated between feelings and ideas (Vacchelli, 2017, p. 
183). 
Among young Syrians, collage proved to be an accessible activity (Feen-
Calligan et al., 2020), even though it may require some explanation it does not 
demand special skills and it promotes informal interactions as participants help 
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one another search for images (Vacchelli, 2017; Feen-Calligan et al., 2020). 
Sawkins (2020) used collage making with immigrant and refugee women, 
considering it as ‘enabling time for individual reflection, the collective articulation 
of experiences, and to create a space for exploring lived experience’ (p108). 
She also suggests that it aligns with feminist perspectives through being 
accessible and intentional about building forms of social capital and states that: 
… the practices and materials used in the collage-making workshops 
engaged the women in using their imaginations and creativity, and 
provided a safe space to dream and express their hopes for the future 
(Sawkins, 2020, p. 183).  
Kurdish Yezidi women living in a refugee camp were invited to take part in an 
arts-based programme (Abdulah and Abdulla, 2019) that involved painting and 
drawing. Over four, three-hour sessions, an instructor guided them in how to 
draw items such as the human face, animals, houses and similar forms, and to 
focus their work on peaceful themes. There was no time limit or fixed structure 
to the artwork and the art was then exhibited in the refugee camp. Abdulah and 
Abdulla (2019) state that a positive psychology framework emphasises the 
individual’s resilience, and at the end of the project the women had improved 
confidence and self-esteem and were ‘not under nearly as much psychological 
strain after completing the course’ (p169). Supportive arts-based approaches 
teach and encourage skills and generate enabling contexts for women to build 
peer networks; the women also gained a sense of achievement and mentioned 
that ‘engaging in art helped free them from feeling the brunt of their life stresses’ 
(Abdulah and Abdulla, 2019, p. 169).  
Walker and Oliveira (2020) facilitated creative storytelling with women asylum-
seekers, the activities included collage making and painting. The participants 
responded to the introduction of textiles because working with fabric was more 
familiar than painting and drawing, and many had grown up doing embroidery. 
Therefore, as this built on their expertise and skills, they chose to make a 
collective quilt. The authors recognise that this use of sewing techniques may 
be considered sexist by some commentators; however, the women based the 
textile stories on the narratives they had written, ensuring that their meanings 
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and interpretations were in focus. The women valued this nurturing 
environment: 
It’s so nice to have this space—to listen to what other people say while 
we are busy making quilts. Like this we get power from each other 
(Walker and Oliveira, 2020, p. 199).   
There were times when the facilitators wondered if they were ‘out of their depth’ 
when the women talked of their trauma, but they reflect on the positive role that 
witnessing has: 
… the critical role that the group played in offering support and comfort 
in difficult moments… by listening emphatically and being present with 
the narrator is something that we have found reassuring… we 
understood (and accepted) that our role as researchers was limited, 
meaning that we could not offer therapeutic services to the women, but 
at the same time recognized the importance of holding space for those 
wanting to participate (Walker and Oliveira, 2020, p. 201). 
Art interventions act as a medium and setting that enables participants to 
explore at their own pace and to their own depth what they want to say and 
reveal, and what they want to imply through symbolism. It is also likely that 
elements of these activities are unseen and unvoiced, yet remain in the 
participants’ hearts as an internal source of pride, hope, sorrow, loss, and of 
coming to terms with this complex nexus at their own pace. The facilitators must 
balance their guidance between avoiding the use of methods that trigger 
unwanted memories to surface, whilst also recognising that non-threatening 
interventions can generate resilience and skills that are nurtured through 
reciprocal, people-centred approaches (Yohani, 2008; Lemzoudi, 2015; Vitale et 
al., 2019; Walker and Oliveira, 2020). Brunick (1999) regards listening to those 
who have survived loss to be ‘the beginning of healing’ (p.16).  
Hanania (2017) observes that there are few art therapy groups for Syrian 
women refugees in Canada, and proposes the benefits of art-therapy based on 
embroidery, noting this is a culturally informed activity that is traditional to their 
homeland. Group working using this form of textile art has a long history that 
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enables women a safe way to express identity through symbolically 
embroidered storytelling. Hanania (2017) suggests that engaging with refugee 
Syrian women through embroidery would benefit them and help to build strong 
communities. Toll (2018), like Hanania (2017), considers there to be few 
culturally appropriate support networks for Syrian women refugees who have 
settled in Canada. She remarks that educators and professionals should: 
… begin thinking about… artistic ways to support these individuals by 
creating safe spaces to express non-dominant perspectives in creative, 
empowering, and expressive ways (Toll, 2018, p. 6). 
 
Lenette and Boddy (2013) worked with single refugee women, a group who may 
be overlooked: 
The “refugee” term often overlooks distinctive stories and 
circumstances beyond preconceived classifications, meaning that 
women’s social worlds can be examined out of context (p. 73). 
They used photovoice, photo-elicitation and digital storytelling to explore the 
women’s lived realities. In the digital storytelling, still images with a recorded 
voice-over were combined to create a short film that focused on resilience and 
well-being. The women gained a new perspective on how far they had come as 
they depicted pre and post-migration experiences, and they were proud to 
share the film with others. Lin (2016) considers the role film-making has in 
women’s empowerment as a means of self-affirmation that represents the way 
they see themselves, and how by participating they establish their own 
presence, the aim is: 
… to encourage the empowerment of migrant women by having them 
participate fully in the storytelling process both creatively and 
technically, and by honouring the stories they produce (p. 67).  
Women in the participatory project used digital cameras, mobile phones, video 
cameras and sound recording to create self-portraits as part of a creative 
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process which privileged their choices and stories, while also contributing to 
technical skills and artistic expression.  
For women refugees who have HIV, past experiences, poor healthcare and a 
sense of stigma and shame limit their adaptation in the host country, and 
therapeutic activities can help them deal with a range of issues: 
… participants’ mental health was affected by the multiple stressors 
associated with the intersection of being refugees and HIV positive, 
including social inequalities, poor health and mental health conditions, 
isolation, racial discrimination and HIV-related stigma (Vitale et al., 
2019, p. 2). 
The women reported bad experiences whilst being held in detention centres, 
with some considering this to be the ‘most traumatic experience of their life’ 
(Vitale et al., 2019, p. 4). They drew a Tree of Life to represent the different 
aspects of their lives and found this to be a way of coming together with other 
women and realising they were not alone in their struggles and diagnosis. When 
grouped together, the trees can create a forest of ‘empowering collective 
narratives of strengths and protective capacities’ (Denov and Shevell, 2021, p. 
24).  
Lemzoudi (2015) describes art therapy sessions with a young female migrant 
and notes that goals should be realistic so as to be reachable, through aiming to 
ease stress and strengthen identity: 
Artistic expression itself, rituals and the therapeutic frame can act as 
containers for difficult feelings such as anger and sadness… (p. 9). 
In her work with the young woman the sessions focused on art as therapy, 
where the emphasis was on the interpretation of the art to indicate the 
individual’s inner struggles. Making direct observations and interpretations 
about the images that participants produce requires care, skill, and a 
comprehensive grounding in contextual issues that impact refugees. Lemzoudi 
(2015) states that: 
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Art therapy would profit from additional attention to the interplay 
between cultural identity, migration and the acculturation process and 
its depiction and resolution through art, as this aspect has not yet been 
fully developed in the current literature (p. 19). 
In some circumstances, seeking out an interpretation may not be necessary, or 
needs careful, localised support to better understand meanings: 
Efforts to understand local metaphors, idioms, and subject matter 
increase the likelihood that directives will be context-sensitive and that 
possible interpretations of artwork will be more closely aligned with the 
intentions of the maker (Potash et al., 2017, p. 79). 
The utility of art can reside in the safe distance it creates from trauma, with 
participants choosing how much they want to engage with or say about their 
work, as a woman in a Tree of Life workshop explained:  
... [she] indicated that being able to reflect on her traumatic events 
through different expressive modalities, rather than discussing them 
overtly, helped the group in building a ‘safe distance’ from their 
upsetting past and to filter what she wished to disclose to the other 
participants (Vitale et al., 2019, p. 7).  
Conclusion 
The positive, protective outcomes of arts-based activities are significant in 
helping refugees deal with their experiences, while also recognising and 
developing their abilities. This can support some measure of recovery from 
difficult events and enable sense making of their current situation. Arts-based 
work contributes to justice and challenges dominant hegemonies (Corbett and 
Moxley, 2018; Holle et al., 2021), informing the public, humanitarian agencies 
and services at the political, social, artistic and emotional level, and 
demonstrating refugees’ skills and experiences through their artwork. This is an 
important factor in undoing negative discourse about refugees’ passivity and 
dependency, which has the capacity to reproduce cycles of exclusionary 
processes and poor treatment of refugees (O’Neill and Hubbard, 2012).  
 
61     
 
Refugees deal with complex adjustments when they leave their home country, 
adapt to refugee camps and, in some cases, move on into host countries. Along 
this continuum, they may need to learn more than one new language and adapt 
to local customs and values, leading to a hybrid sense of negotiation between 
different languages and cultures (Evans, 2020). Arts-based work with people 
who have been displaced can help them to connect with their emotions due to 
the stress, change and uncertainties of living in camps or while they await news 
of claims for asylum (Lemzoudi, 2015). Ethical sensitivity and reflexivity are 
necessary when designing and delivering arts-based workshops, but it is 
possible that despite care in the planning and delivery of an activity, participants 
might choose not to be involved in a sustained way, might adopt the methods 
but then make their own choices about the end results, or take part but not 
enjoy or understand the purpose of the work. Nevertheless, brief or longer-term 
arts-based interventions assist in helping refugees engage with their abilities, 
explore their potential, contribute to generating skills, and indicate how future 
support can be planned and facilitated. This is of particular concern with regards 
to women and girl refugees, a population who are repeatedly marginalised and 
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